As has been highlighted in the preceding chapters, the role of Parliament in relation to the intelligence agencies has evolved considerably in recent decades, particularly with the legislation of the late 1980s and early 1990s that placed the agencies on a statutory footing (see Chapter 3). While the establishment of the ISC has sometimes been seen, particularly by governments, as providing the mechanism for parlia mentary oversight of the agencies and intelligence issues, as Chapters 4, 5 and 6 have shown, this has not deterred other parliamentarians, and particularly some select committees, from seeking some degree of additional involvement with and oversight of intelligence, a position which has perhaps been increased by the greater awareness of the use of intelligence in relation to areas such as military intervention and terrorist threats.
Building upon the discussion in the preceding chapters, this chapter explores the views of individual parliamentarians, including their attitudes towards the intelligence agencies and Parliament's role in scrutinising them. In doing this it helps provide a more complete assessment of the interest of Parliament in intelligence issues and the extent to which Parliament now offers a forum for open and informed debate about intelligence. The chapter draws upon in-depth interviews with more than 50 members of each House (52 MPs and 59 Peers), who were broadly representative of each chamber in terms of party (including crossbenchers in the Lords), to provide entirely new information on the attitudes of parliamentarians, as outlined in Chapter 1. Unsurprisingly, as is likely to be the case with any topic (see, for example, Bochel and Defty, 2007, on welfare policy; Norton, 2005) , the degree of awareness and familiarity with the topic varied considerably in both Houses, with some interviewees having a significant level of interest and knowledge in intelligence issues, while for others it was not an area in which they had sought to specialise. Similarly, while some of the views were specific to the topic, such as the existing level of oversight provided by the ISC, others, to a considerable extent reflected wider debates, such as the relationship between Parliament and the Executive, accountability in general, and the role of select committees. Interestingly, and arguably likely to be in contrast to topics which are more clearly grounded in ideological distinctions, for the most part there were few significant differences between parliamentarians of all parties, although where such divergent views are apparent, they are noted in the discussion.
Attitudes towards the agencies
Most of those interviewed were broadly of the view that the intelligence and security services were reasonably or very effective at carrying out their role, which was generally conceived as being to provide the government with intelligence with which to protect the country. At the same time there were a number who felt that they did not know sufficient about the agencies and their work, and there was also a significant minority of MPs and Peers of all of the main parties who were more sceptical about the agencies. The comments of a Labour ex-minister and a Conservative backbencher respectively were typical of those in the first group:
There is lots of stuff that ministers see, that the agencies have, that will never become public. In my experience they are usually on top of most potential issues before they ever reach the public domain, and in some cases issues which never become public. They are well plugged in.
Empirically we have only had one atrocity in the past five or six years and much longer than that if you go back further. So they're pretty successful. I don't know how close we've come to others and whether it is in our interest to know.
The sceptics were the smallest of the three groups, although they did express a wide range of views of the agencies, including, 'Pretty useless. Like all unaccountable quango agencies […] The James Bond image is not matched by reality' (Conservative MP), 'I had more faith before the Binyam Mohamed case' (Liberal Democrat MP), and, 'Well they didn't spot 7/7 or 9/11. I think at a community level they spend time obsessing with left activists and Islamic militants while ignoring far-right racist groups. I think this poses a great threat to communities' (Labour MP).
